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CONCERNING THE MEETING OF THE 
ROSS AND MILLS PARTIES 
North of the Alice Spring 
March 18, 1871 
[By Mrs. A. V. PURVIS, of Alice Springs.] 
(Presented on her behalf by the President to the Meeting 
of the Society on 22 June 1972.) 
PART 1 
When that renowned Scot, Captain Charles Sturt,' "the 
father of Australian Exploration" made his attempt at reach-
ing the Tropic of Capricorn, east of the true Centre of Aus-
tralia in 1844-5, his desperate efforts cost the life of one 
man, threatened all others, and came near to taking his own. 
He could scarcely have imagined what strenuous effort was 
to be expended in finding a directly-central route to that 
Tropic from the south, and beyond. 
Nor did John McDouall Stuart,^ his young draughtsman 
and co-explorer, realise that he would have the price of his 
health and loss of sight to pay some fourteen to eighteen 
years later, in his attempts at not only reaching that Tropic, 
but the far north coast of Australia. 
That it was to take yet a third Scot, namely John Ross, 
and parties, together with several surveyors, the main one 
concerning this subject, WiUiam Whitfield MUls,^  a young 
man straight from England, to find a directly-central route 
toward that Tropic and further north, was almost incredible. 
What made the passage through the centre of Australia so 
difficult? 
It took John Ross,'* an explorer-pioneer of thirty years' 
1. The Central Australian Expedition, 1844-5 . . . (Capt. C. Sturt). The Life of 
Sturt, Sturt. Stuart daubed his superior Father of Australian Exploration. 
2. The Journals of John McDouall Stuart, William Hardman. John McDouall 
Stuart. Mona Stuart Webster. South Australian Land Exploration, Bessie 
Threadgill. 
3. Regarding W. W. Mills, Surveyor; Other Details—N.!>me not on old school 
Register; Research made by D. Morrish, History Master St. Luke's College, 
Essex, England. Cor. Adelaide Archives. Naming of Heavitree Gap; Private 
Cor. Adelaide Archives, S.A. 
4. John Ross; details result research made into 87 years' life of explorer: A. V. 
Purvis. Ross family Bible (171b. Brown's Bible, illustrated; 1815; with 
Chronology; Possession A. V. Purvis). 
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Surveyor W. W. Mills at the time he was in charge of Section C. of the Overland 
Telegraph Line construction, 1871-72. 
S.A. State Library photo. 
colonial experience, and who was chosen as Leader of the 
Adelaide-Port Darwin Overland Telegraph Line Exploring 
Expedition of 1870-1, W. W. MiUs, and Surveyor Gilbert 
McMinn, besides many other men, to find a suitable route 
directly through the Centre for the passage of the Overland 
Telegraph Line. 
As surveyor of Section C , namely, the Central Section, it 
was the task of W. W. Mills to survey a route from Charlotte 
Waters, on the border of South Australia with the Northern 
Territory, roughly to Stuart's Reynolds Range, about 100 
mUes west-of-north from the central MacDonnell Ranges. 
WHO FIRST SAW THE ALICE SPRING? 
First generation Central Australian pioneers were unani-
mous in declaring that John Ross was the person who first 
saw the Spring, later named "Alice" after Mrs. Todd. A 
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John Ross and his wife Rebecca (nee Affleck-McKinley) when he was exploring for 
pastoralists in the far north of South Australia. Ross is holding the two eldest girls, 
Sarah and Rebecca, and Mrs. Ross, the youngest, Henrietta. 
S.A. State Library photo. 
young researcher^ who had come to reside in the Centre was 
convinced they were right, even though early South Austra-
lian researchers gave the honour to W. W. Mills. Later 
researchers took the original idea of Mills having first seen 
the Spring, as accurate, without making much, if any, 
research. The statement was in the Report made by MUls 
to Charles Todd, in December 1872, after the completion of 
the Overland Telegraph Line. Why should they doubt his 
Report? 
Further, not one of them had even been near the scene of 
action, and merely "plotted" the route from 1,000 mUes 
away! That the central researcher MUST be wrong, they 
had no doubt, and drew up their weapons of historical war-
fare in line with their thoughts. 
"The young researcher" . . . The writer of this article. 
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StUl further, southern researchers had no idea of the 
amazingly intricate contours of the MacDormell Ranges, and 
their sheer ruggedness which made wagon traffic almost im-
possible. Why did they not set up an expedition to definitely 
set their minds at rest on the subject—say, abcjut the time 
the central researcher first drew their attention to the con-
flicting decisions? 
They also had not taken into consideration a previous, sad 
error which led to the first township within the MacDonneU 
Ranges being named "Stuart"* when it could and should 
have commemorated in some way, the explorers and sur-
veyors of the Overland Telegraph Line Construction, 
1870-2. These were the "founders" of the central township 
site, NOT John McDouall Stuart, whose route was at least 
thirty miles west! Even in 1938, when the new Alice Springs 
Hospital was being built, the southern historical wiseacres 
had had erected a fine Memorial to Stuart on the lawns in 
front of the Hospital, its inscription conveying to the viewer 
the idea that John McDouall Stuart passed "hereabouts". 
Naturally there was confusion as to where he actuaUy DID 
pass, since a local researcher insisted that the Memorial was 
much out of position. It was not untU the 1960 Centenary 
of Stuart's ascending and naming Central Mount Sturt (re-
named "Stuart" in the discoverer's honour), that the Com-
monwealth Government saw fit to have erected a new and 
imposing shrine in the most suitable place, namely, on the 
Main North Road, or Stuart Highway, opposite Central 
Mount Stuart. 
The Memorial in front of the Hospital stUl stands. It is 
a fine cairn; but it is hoped that visitors are no longer con-
fused. 
By 1957, however. Central Austrahan citizens saw fit to 
erect, by public subscription, the Drinking Fountain 
"Memorial to John Ross, members of the Overland Tele-
graph Line Exploration and Construction Parties, 1870-2, 
and ALL Pioneers of Central Australia, 1870-1920". This 
horseshoe-shaped edifice was placed as near to the old and 
original telegraph route as possible in the town of Alice 
Springs. 
WhUst this Memorial was in the making, all manner of 
prejudicial treatment was meted out by opposing southern 
researchers. An all-out effort to besmirch Ross's good name'' 
6. Please read This Township Named Stuart, etc., A. V. Purvis. (Copy in Lib-
rary, Historical Society, Brisbane). 
7. Please read: John Ross, A Refutation and a Chronology, Royal Geographical 
Society of South Australia, Proceedings 1957-8. 
I l l 
The Alice Springs telegraph station with Todd River flowing by. MacDonnell Range 
and Heavitree Gap in background. The Todd flowed for the better part of twelve 
months after a big flood in the year 1921. 
Photo F. A. Price, 1921. 
was even brought to bear! It was most likely because of 
this effort that Australians whose minds were set on Justice 
became aware of an intense reason for keeping the TRUTH 
obscured concerning the whole matter of Ross's exploratory 
activities, and especially conceming the finding of a tele-
graph route through the heart of the central MacDonnell 
Ranges, and so, the finding of the Alice Spring. 
CONCERNING WILLIAM WHITFIELD MILLS 
all this subterfuge? 
that his cause had 
What did 
to be so 
What was reaUy behind 
MiUs do, or NOT do, so 
desperately defended? 
Was it because he used quotation marks in his Report^ to 
Charles Todd and which indicated that he had taken certain 
statements from another source? If so, what source? Were 
they from the missing third Diary of John Ross, and in 
which the meeting of the two exploring parties would surely 
have been recorded? Also the finding of the favoured 
Spring? What took place between MiUs, Ross and A. T. 
Woods, Superintending-Surveyor of the Line Construc-
tion, that Woods^ quite openly displayed personal and deep-
In Mill's Report to Charles Todd, Dec. 1872, there are a number of quota-
tions. (Copy may be had from Adelaide Archives). 
9. Please read lengthy Report of A. T. Woods, O.T. Line Construction, 
may be had from Adelaide Archives). 
(Copy 
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seated enmity toward Ross, an explorer twice his age? 
Woods had had no real experience in exploration, but was 
attached to the Surveyor-General's Department of South 
Australia. 
Again, how did it come about that all surveyors, including 
R. R. (Dick) Knuckey, W. Harvey and G. McMinn, played 
some important part in the Line construction once Roper 
River, Northern Territory, was reached; but Mills's name 
does not appear until all parties were almost in Darwin? 
Once he completed his work on Section C , what did he do? 
His entire life has been most difficult to trace; whereas 
those of other surveyors were as open books. He was 
apparently educated in a small Parish School at Heavitree, 
Wonford, in the County of Devon, England, though his 
name is not on the oldest school register in existence.'" After 
completing his assignment with the Overland Telegraph Line 
construction, he apparently either returned to England and 
came back to West Australia, or went to that State direct. 
From there on his movements are doubtful. In fact, they 
are untraceable. Did he change his name, or profession? 
Most surely, if these queries could not be answered fifty 
years ago, or even a century later, they will not now be sat-
isfactorily solved! 
AU REVOIR TO THE CONSTRUCTION PARTIES 
Members of the Adelaide-Port Darwin Overland Tele-
graph Line Exploring party" consisted of John Ross, leader, 
W. Harvey, surveyor, and second-in-command; Alfred Giles, 
third officer, W. Crispe and W. Heame. Keeping well to the 
east of Stuart's track and thus in keeping with Charles 
Todd's orders,'^ Ross endeavoured to penetrate the westem 
border of the desert still known as Sturt's Desert. This 
route, however, proved rather too well into the desert, and 
after making an almost circuitous exploration of that area 
and finding that insufficient water for oncoming parties 
would result, the party returned to the main camp at Strang-
ways Springs in the far north of South Australia. 
Here Charles Todd and others were encamped, but shortly 
10. Please refer to Ref. 3. 
11. Details from John Ross Diaries, 1870-1; and Alfred Giles Diaries, 1870-2. 
Neither of these Diaries has before been used. (Originals in Adelaide Archives). 
12. Other instructions issued to Ross by Todd were: to find suitable timber for 
poles, sufficient water for construction purposes and permanent water about 
every 150-180 miles for the construction of a telegraph station. He was also 
P. 
to mark the route (Port Darwin Telegraph Expedition). 
D.T.E. 
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moved up to the Peake Creek,'^ west of Lake Eyre and 
where a telegraph station was being established on the pas-
toral property of E. M. Bagot, and which property subse-
quently became known as "Bagot's Peake." Bagot had 
erected, by private contract, the telegraph line from Port 
Augusta to his station homestead. This, incidentally, was a 
notable achievement. 
Under date 4 November 1870, Ross wrote in his diary: 
"The Arabs had a dance last night, Mr. Todd and Mr. Bab-
bage''' had a ride on a camel." 
Ross then wrote Sunday 6 November . . . Humbum'^ . 
"Mr. Todd read the service today . . ." 
Humbum was an out-station of the Peake property, and 
where the telegraph parties had been encamped. 
The Ross party then left on their Second Expedition. 
By mid-November 1870, Mr. Todd and Mr. Babbage, 
together with other personnel, bid au revoir to the constmc-
tors, led by R. R. Knuckey,'* Superintendent-Surveyor 
Woods and G. R. McMinn, and returned to Adelaide, South 
Australia. It is significant that W. W. MUls is not mentioned 
as having been among them, and apparently later joined the 
ranks. 
CONCERNING THE MEETING OF ROSS AND 
MILLS 
To be in time for the Line completion, Charles Todd, as 
engineer-in-chief, made a boat trip round the east coast and 
arrived in Darwin, which by the way, was always referred to 
as Port Darwin in those days. From here he transferred to 
pack-horse plant and commenced his journey down the Line, 
arriving near Frew's Ironstone Ponds, where the actual join-
ing of the north and south sections took place. By means 
13. Peake Creek; named by Stuart in 1860. 
14. Mr. Babbage was an elderly explorer-surveyor who had explored and named 
many features in the far north of S.A. He was reported "missing" when on a 
Lake Eyre Expedition in 1858 and Col. Warburton, Police Inspector, Victoria, 
was sent to look for him. After due time, neither were heard of, and so 
Thomas Elder dispatched his private explorer, John Ross, to find them. It 
was on this expedition that Ross first found his Waterhole on the Macumba 
Creek, north-west of Lake Eyre. (B. Threadgill research). Later, Ross named 
the Macumba the "Treuer" after von Treuer, a member of Thomas Elder's 
executive. The native name "Macumba" is in use today. 
15. Also referred to by many early C.A. Pioneers as "Umbum" (native name). 
16. Surveyor R. R. (Dick) Knuckey, Surveyor of Section B. from Peake (telegraph 
station) to Charlotte Waters on the border of South Australia with the Northem 
Territory, found and named "Charlotte Waters" after Lady Charlotte Bacon, 
whose son, Harley Bacon, was in charge of all Construction Depot Stores en 
route. Knuckey also found and named the "Dalhousie Springs" east of Char-
lotte Waters after a relative. Lord Dalhousie, of Scotland. After his assign-
ment with the O.T. Line construction, Knuckey returned to the Centre and 
joined forces with the early Pioneers. He was very popular, being an excellent 
raconteur and "actor" and was much loved in lonely camps. He died in S.A. 
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of a hand-relay set, he declared the Line open on 22 August 
1872. He then continued his tour of inspection southward 
until reaching Port Augusta. 
DIFFICULTIES 
Meantime the northbound construction parties had passed 
the area west of Lake Eyre. From here timber in plenty 
greeted them. 
It is a popular misconception that the Centre of Australia 
is "treeless". With all due respect to the far north of South 
Australia, however, the term does well apply. 
Then difficulties were encountered once they reached the 
southern reaches of the Finke River. Here the nature of the 
country was sandy. (No donkeys were used. This is also 
a popular misconception! Vehicles consisted of horse and 
bullock wagons and drays, jinkers, wagonettes, buggies and 
sulkies, aU horse-drawn. Camels also did not venture into 
the rugged areas of Central Australia until wagon traffic had 
made a well-worn passage—about 1872.) 
When eventually the parties reached the junction of the 
Finke with its big tributary, the Hugh, an enforced halt was 
called. The country was in flood, and most heavy vehicles 
were hopelessly bogged. This delay was of some weeks' 
duration and set back the construction.''' It would appear 
that during this delay Mills joined the ranks. 
THE TODD RIVER NAMED 
Meantime, the Ross party, having noted all it wished in 
the Finke-Hugh River area, had veered east, and then north, 
according to Charles Todd's instructions. 
They then met up with a large, dry creek system, the 
southern branches of which were named "Phillipson", after 
the general-manager of Thomas Elder's camel station at 
Beltana, South Australia. Incidentally, these camels were 
used for transporting wire and other line requisites along the 
route as far as Bagot's Peake, from which station they 
returned. 
Under date 14 December 1870, John Ross mentioned the 
Todd Creek for the first time. This creek may priorily 
have been found when on their first expedition, but at least 
it is not mentioned as "The Todd" until the date given. 
A little further north, at the commencement of very 
rugged range country, a creek which emptied into the Todd, 
17. Details from Mills Report and Alfred Giles Diaries. Giles's Book Exploring in 
the 'Seventies is very rare. South Australia State Library has a Copy; also this 
writer has an autographed Copy. 
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Caption reads: "Flood Todd R.-N. of A.G. Stn. 6-6-21." 
A.G. is still the code name for Alice Springs (Alice Spring). The Spring is located 
adjacent to the bald rock and two creek gums. 
Photo F. A. Price, 1921. 
was named the "GUes" after its discoverer. The extremely 
rugged ranges were here named "Ferguson" after the Gov-
ernor of South Australia, who was a special friend of Ross. 
It was most probably hereabouts that the party had a 
skirmish with natives, which although not mentioned in 
Ross's Diary, was later sketched from memory by Surveyor 
Harvey. This sketch forms the very earliest pen-picture-
record avaUable of those dramatic years. Here, too, the 
party found a good crossing of the ranges, but at least sixty 
mUes east of Stuart's track. 
From the high eminences of these ranges, which are really 
an extension of the main MacDonnell chain, features of im-
portance to Central Australia today were found and 
named.'^ Ross also noted the auriferous and mineral-bear-
ing nature of the country. This led to later discoveries. 
18. The Ross Creek, first seen and named by Giles on Expedition. Today this is 
a popular Tourist Camp; Mt. McLaughlin, named by Harvey; Hart Range, 
named by Ross after a Staff Member of Thomas Elder's Executive; the Waite 
River, after Peter Waite, Thomas Elder's South Australian representative. The 
Waite River is really one of the vast Sandover River chain, later named by 
Winnecke, Surveyor. 
(Other members of Ross's Expeditions, namely, W. Crispe and W. Hearne were 
commemorated early on the first expedition in the Stevenson-Finke Rivers area. 
When on his Macumba expeditions out from the Creek, Ross named Mounts 
Sarah, Rebecca, Alexander and John, in the Macumba area west of Lake Eyre. 
These commemorate his eldest daughter, wife and second daughter, and two 
sons, respectively. On his 1874 expedition out from Lake Eyre, west, he named 
the Henrietta and Douglas Creeks, after the youngest daughter and son.) 
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THE SUGARLOAF HILL 
Under date Sunday, 25 December (1870), whUst journey-
ing down the broad river Ross named the "Waite" after 
Peter Waite, general-manager for Thomas Elder, he saw 
what he called "Sugar-Loaf HUl."" He wrote: "I follow the 
course of the Waite downwards and Mr. Harvey pUots the 
party on the course given. Saw nine natives in one place 
and three in another about two mUes apart in the creek. The 
first nine made off, and so did the other three, but by a little 
motioning and coaxing we got them to stop. A fine young 
boy of six years conversed with me and I only wish I could 
understand what he said. He mentioned "white felly" quite 
distinctly, and pointed north-east. The other two lads of 
about fifteen to seventeen years of age stood at a little dis-
tance and seemed to admire my head dress, which is com-
posed of a stiff felt hat covered with a red Turkish shawl, 
then over it a white puggaree, but the red appears at the 
crown and parts of the sides of the hat, over all is a huge 
bunch of emu feathers and a long black feather stuck in the 
centre." 
Later in his diary he insinuates that the young lad meant 
that a white man, or men, reached Central Mount Stuartj^" 
which correctly, was north-east from where the party met 
the natives near the Sugar Loaf HUl. For so small a boy to 
speak pigeon-English in a country that had not before had 
white men in it was indeed remarkable. From whom, or 
where could he have learned the words "white felly"? 
Regarding Ross's head-gear, no one realised, excepting 
Ross's party, that the explorer was almost bald, and in the 
great heat of the Central Australian sun, such an impressive 
head-gear was just for utility purposes! The natives, how-
ever, regarded Ross as some kind of superior being such as 
appeared in their "dreamtime" fancies, and it has been told 
that aU early natives with whom he came in contact regarded 
him as such. 
Keeping northerly, the party skirted the huge mulga 
scrub which roughly extends from the Strangways Ranges 
(named by Stuart), to Barrow's Creek. Thinkmg always of 
his fellow-workers, Ross mentioned Everard, a legal member 
of Thomas Elder's executive, but it was Surveyor MiUs, who 
19. Known as Kunoth's Knob today, commemorating two brothers, pioneers of 
that area. 
20. John McDouall Stuart first named Central Mount Sturt, after his erstwhile 
leader of the C.A. Expedition, but it was most likely James Chambers, one of 
two brothers, sponsors of Stuart's expeditions, who had the Mount re-named 
"Stuart" in the discoverer's honour. (J. D. Somerville Research; Adelaide 
Archives.) 
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named the scmb "Everard" in his report to Todd, using the 
first of the quotations redolent in his recording. He must 
surely have overlooked the fact that such quotations would 
give rise to later suspicion! Or was it that someone else 
wrote his report, and he merely copied it? 
SOUTHWARD 
Within a few days the party certainly reached the Central 
Mount which the leader ascended and retrieved from the 
cairn which Stuart had had made, the bottle containing his 
name and that of Kekwick and Head, his fellow-explorers. 
Incidentally Ross gave the bottle to Todd, who had the good 
sense to place it in the Adelaide Museum. For good measure 
it had wrapped round it an old Adelaide Observer of 1860. 
The party headed toward Stuart's Reynold's Range, 
though keeping east of it. This led the tired horses directly 
through the spinifex desert of those regions. With the 
fiercely-cruel spikes of spinifex and triodia (porcupine bush) 
piercing their legs, and tearing what remained of the men's 
clothing to shreds, men and horses were pleased to note a 
large plain ahead—still all part of the Everard Scrub—and 
mountains to the south and west. The party was very low 
in supplies but Ross had long been trained to live as a deni-
zen of the bush. Many times in his fifty years had he relied 
upon that which the scrub could offer. The younger men of 
the party could brace themselves for what was ahead; but 
with Harvey it was not easy. He was also not young. 
THE RANGE NORTH OF THE MACDONNELL 
RANGE 
Making a direct southerly approach to the distant ranges 
which Ross in his diary referred to as "the range north of 
the MacDonnell Range",^' he found a gap or gorge^^ 
"eighteen miles east of Stuart's track", but this proved too 
rugged for oncoming line parties' wagons and jinkers, and 
Ross made this point in his notes. Little did he think at the 
time that it was to be this range which was to prove both a 
stumbling block for the young surveyor of Section C , and 
yet provide a passage through the range country! 
21. Later named Chewings Range (probably by Surveyor Winnecke) in honour of 
Dr. Charles Chewings, 1882. Chewings was explorer, geologist and philosopher. 
He was also one of C.A.'s early pioneers. When not exploring, he joined forces 
with Messrs. Bagot and Marsh's camel-forwarding Corp., Oodnadatta, and car-
ried loading all over C.A. and beyond. Wrote several ( ra 'e) booklets and 
drew interesting maps. Chewn?s Ra-ge roughly lies between the Central Mac-
Donnell Range and Strangways Range, but to the west of the latter. Has some 
very high peaks, highest Mount Sir Charles. 
22. Ross Diary, under date January 12, 1871. 
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Whilst the party was encamped in the gorge in these 
ranges, Surveyor Harvey lost himself for three days and the 
rest of the men went looking for him! At the end of the 
third day, he returned, tired and hungry, but not otherwise 
affected. He gave no explanation for his conduct. In the 
light of forthcoming events, one will wonder where he really 
did go, and what he found! So let us read on—but it might 
be mentioned that he declined being surveyor for Ross's 
third expedition. 
Matters were rendered more complicated by the pack-
horse carrying the precious map-case (of Harvey) having 
got itself into difficulties and losing the case. Alfred GUes 
rode back for a day to find it; but was obliged to return to 
the party without doing so. Had Harvey brought his maps 
up-to-date it would surely have later been seen that where 
the party camped in the gorge was indeed very close to the 
spring which was later to be named. "Very close" means a 
few miles, however, and one is left wondering if by chance 
he actually saw or found the famous spring which was later 
to cause so much controversy. No personal record of his 
journey has apparently ever been located—^which is also 
strange. Or, did he indeed leave at least his Field Notes in 
the care of someone responsible; and these were later dis-
creetly "removed"? 
JOURNEY'S END 
Continuing what had been another very big and circuitous 
journey, the Ross party met up with the more north-westerly 
branches of the Hugh River, which was in flood. To the 
south-east a construction camp was to be formed, so Ross 
made his way slowly over the boggy country. They were 
days overdue. 
Meantime the construction parties had been able to move 
northward from their enforced stop at the more southerly 
junction of the Hugh with the Finke. 
It was at this juncture in the history of the Overland Tele-
graph Line construction of that area that MiUs, who had 
arrived during the party's sojourn at the junction of the 
Finke and Hugh Rivers, made a significant entry in his 
report, and which, to researchers in the far south and who 
had never seen the regions under question, became the first 
"stumbling block" in the controversy of the "Finding" of the 
favoured spring. 
The John Ross diary ends abruptly on 22 January 1871. 
Who now could take up the complicated story with a 
clarity of mind and unbiased opinion? 
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PART 2 
THE OVERLAND TELEGRAPH LINE PARTIES 
STRIVE TO PIERCE THE MACDONNELL RANGES 
Now Surveyor Mills, with absolutely no previous experi-
ence in the harsh. Central Australian outback, must have 
been sorely tried in an attempt to reconcUe himself with the 
rough conditions, even though the Ross party left tracks to 
be foUowed once the constmction parties reached the junc-
tion of the mighty Finke River with its tributary, the Hugh. 
When able to move their cumbersome wagons and drays, 
they pushed northward to a camp-site, previously indicated 
by Ross, and this was a soakage, later sunk as a well, south 
of the Waterhouse Ranges. 
On pages one and two of the Mills Report to Charles 
Todd, this is read: "At the Charlotte Waters" (and which 
were later the site of a telegraph station) "we left the stones 
and got into the other extremity, namely sandy country, 
which continues to the Waterhouse Range, a distance of 210 
miles, along the Finke the sandhills are such that they 
require to be travelled over to be properly appreciated con-
tinuing for miles in succession many of them so steep a 
gradient that no horses in the world hold a load back coming 
down them on any soil but sand, however after sundry 
delays, the loss of a few head of stock, slight damages to the 
harness and wagons, we managed to push our way through 
them, in spite of the great heat, which was extremely trying 
to the stock on this portion of the journey, the bullocks 
especially, but the loss of stock of aU parties combined can 
be reckoned by units. The drays were detained several weeks 
in the heart of the sandhills at the junction of the Hugh and 
the Finke, whilst we searched for a Gap through the Mac-
Donnell Ranges for which purpose we started with light 
parties on 8 February 1871, and arrived in the ranges on the 
18th, having been delayed by making detours to the east-
ward in hopes of finding water on a more direct route than 
foUowing the Hugh, but were unsuccessful; the heavy rains 
we encountered also greatly retarded our movements once 
for five successive days we were unable to move, causing our 
rations to run out before we had accomplished our main 
object, and forced us to retum to the drays, which we met on 
4 March." 
From the foregoing passage, please note the passage: "The 
drays were detained for several weeks in the heart of the 
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sandhills at the junction of the Finke with the Hugh whUst 
we searched for a gap through the MacDonnell Ranges . . ." 
FIRST REAL ERROR IN TOPOGRAPHICAL 
JUDGMENT 
The point to be made here is: How could Mills have 
searched for a gap in the MacDonnell Ranges when he was 
as yet nowhere near them? The James^^ and Waterhouse^'' 
Ranges had first to be met up with and crossed! 
MUls would have been quite unaware at that stage that it 
would also be another 100 miles or so (as the crow flies), 
from the proposed depot south of the Waterhouse Range to 
the favoured spring, which if and when found, would pro-
vide not only a site for the central telegraph station, but en-
sure a passage through NOT the MacDonnell Range, but the 
"range NORTH of the MacDonnell Range" as described by 
Ross in his diary of 1871. MUls altogether did not take into 
consideration the great distances involved and the difficult 
nature of the country to be crossed when making the state-
ment. It is here, in his report, that southern researchers also 
fell into following his error in topographical judgment, for 
they too, had no idea of the distances and types of country. 
The statement in his report—namely: "210 miles from 
the Charlotte Waters" however, can be followed when one 
realises that MUls went by no means on a straightforward 
journey northward, but took a laboured and almost serpen-
tine journey along the Hugh from its junction with the 
Finke, returning to the bogged ration drays on 4 March 
1871. The stated distance did surely NOT infer that the 
central telegraph station site (still to be found) was a direct 
210 miles from the Charlotte Waters. 
Another error which generally arose from MUls's ambigu-
ous statements in his report was that the proposed Junction 
Camp south of the Waterhouse Range, was NOT one and 
the same as the camp at the junction of the Finke and Hugh. 
The depot or Junction Camp was actually situated at the 
juncdon of the Hugh with one of its smaller tributaries, the 
"Alice" Creek. 
Now, who named this creek? It certainly is not mentioned 
in the Ross diary and actually could have been named by 
no other than Mills, since he was in charge of aU trigo-
nometrical data of this. Section C. of the Overland Tele-
graph Line construction. 
23. James Range, named by Stuart, 1860, after James Chambers. 
24. The Waterhouse Range, named by Smart, 1860, after the first Curator of the 
Adelaide Museum, S.A. He was scientist on Stuart's fifth and sixth expeditions. 
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When he did eventually reach the depot camp site, did he 
mistake the Waterhouse Range for the MacDonneU Range, 
and so named the soakage (later well) "Alice"? Current 
researchers think so! 
The names "Alice Creek" and "Alice Well"^^ are stUl in 
use today, and in fact there was a period in Central Aus-
tralia's history when a pastoral holding in the area was 
simply known as "AUce WeU." Nowadays it belongs to the 
adjacent Deep Well lease, and for almost half a century has 
been the property adjacent and owned by the owners of Un-
doolya Station within the central MacDonnell Ranges. 
(Incidentally, it would appear that MUls was an especial 
friend of the Charles Todd famUy, or perhaps, rather, Mrs. 
Todd (nee Bell), and therefore seemed most anxious to 
honour the good lady.) 
He scarcely could have imagined that the effluxion of time 
would lead to confusion as between his "Alice WeU" and his 
later "Alice Spring." To present researchers vainly trying 
to plot his route the mystery is deepened by the fact that, in 
this portion of his report at least, the Junction or Depot 
Camp is not mentioned! 
How then, do we know what he did and where he went? 
GILES RECORDS—"TROUBLOUS TIMES" 
In his diaries of 1870-2, and in his book "Exploring in 
the 'Seventies", Alfred GUes fills in many missing detaUs. 
On pages 66-71 of his book, GUes states many important 
facts that would otherwise have been lost to research, and 
so, to history. 
For instance, he wrote: "At the head of the horsehoe 
bend on the Finke I camped for an hour, and then pro-
ceeded on untU reaching Mr. Mills' camp. Mr. MiUs was 
away, but Mr. Burt accompanied me to the junction, or 
depot, which is under Mr. Bacon's charge. We found that 
Mr. Woods' and Mr. Harvey's parties had proceeded two 
days ago to the Ahce Creek but Mr. Ross was still in camp 
on the opposite side of the Hugh which I attemped to cross, 
but found it too deep although I tried several places. It was 
not until late in the afternoon that I was able to cross and 
rejoin the party, after an absence of three weeks, and in 
which I found some changes. Crispe had left, or been dis-
charged, and Robert Abrahams engaged in his place. Mr. 
Harvey had given written reasons for not accompanying Mr. 
Ross, and my brother declined the position, and so that left 
us without surveyor . . . " 
25. Research into Central Australian Pioneering History—A. V. Purls. 
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Continuing, he wrote: "The flies were an awful pest, driv-
ing the horses nearly mad. On Saturday, 25 Febmary, the 
Hugh had risen two feet during the night. Mr. Ross and 
myself packed the stores. Nearly everyone had bunged-up 
eyes; the flies were a constant torment and nearly all the 
party were attacked by severe vomiting. I thought I was 
going to escape, but I got my share of it." 
A little further he again wrote: ". . . Mr. Burt visited us 
today . . . he was on his way to join Mr. Wood's party at 
Alice Creek, he having been sent down by Mr. Woods to see 
if he could cross his party over the Hugh, but they found 
the river still impassable for drays. Hearne and I went for 
the horses . . ." 
Note will be taken of the date of the next passage. The 
eventful month of March 1871 had issued in, the month 
that was to give such controversial history to the Centre of 
Australia. 
"On Wednesday, 1 March, Messrs. Ross, Burt and myself 
rode over to Mr. Wood's camp at Alice Creek. We found 
that Mr. Woods had been out for two days, but was ex-
pected back that evening. Mr. Burt returned to his camp, 
but Mr. Ross and I stayed the night to await his return. He 
did not come. Two of Mr. Mills' men arrived, reporting 
that they had left Messrs. McMinn, Jarvis and Mills about 
thirty miles up the Hugh River, having been delayed. By 
some means they got separated by the flooded state of the 
creeks. The men did not seem to know where they had 
been, but by their account they must have been in the neigh-
bourhood of the James Range." 
A significant entry in his diary (and book) is here made. 
Incidentally it will have been noticed by readers, at least, 
that Giles wrote in a straightforward manner, whereas Mills 
went on and on, without stops, in his report to Todd. 
". . . Mr. McMinn returned from his trip to the MacDon-
neU Ranges and reported having found a road through on 
the eastern side, but we thought it would require consider-
able 'work before drays could pass safely through. He also 
reported all the rivers in the ranges flooded, which delayed 
him for several days." 
McMINN'S CONTRIBUTION 
Now, Surveyor GUbert McMinn was actually not in 
charge of any of the southem and central sections of the 
Overland Telegraph Line constmction, but made what 
amounted to a very valuable contribution to not only the 
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actual construction, but to the early history of the Northern 
Territory as a whole. 
His brother WUliam, not a surveyor, became the Govern-
ment Supervisor of the Overland Telegraph Line construc-
tion and received the notice of annulment of contract on 
behalf of the Government from Messrs. Derwent and Dal-
wood, contractors for the most northem section of the line. 
Gilbert McMinn, obviously noting that Mills was having 
much difficulty in forging ahead, assumed the role of 
"assistant", and so, whilst awaiting the Ross party's brief 
recuperation after the arduous second expedition, took a 
bullock dray and duly made his way north and then east 
from the construction camp at the junction of the Hugh-
Alice creeks. His attempt at finding a suitable entrance 
through the ramparts of the south-eastern tier of the Mac-
DonneU Ranges met with some success. 
Contemporary researchers consider that he found the gap 
now known as "Heavitree" (named by MiUs), and also the 
Roe and Laira Creeks. 
On some old and rare maps of the interior of Australia, 
it is the Roe Creek which emanates through the MacDonnell 
Ranges by way of a very narrow gorge. Today, that creek 
is known as "Temple Bar Creek", which, together with the 
Gap of that name, and also the Gap Simson (note speUing) 
were unquestionably named by Mills. "Temple Bar" refers, 
without doubt, to the famous Temple Bar Gate which was a 
landmark of old London, England. 
In his diary of 1871-2, there is a small sketch drawn by 
McMinn of the Alice Springs telegraph station site, with its 
huts and tents. This sketch provides the earliest record of 
the site of the now old station beside the famous spring. 
When the survey and constmction parties finally reached 
the Roper River, Northern Territory—and found, as the 
preceding Ross party did—the complete chaos that prevailed 
in the deserted camps, Gilbert McMinn, together with other 
surveyors, set about completing the unfinished Line. Sur-
veyors turned workmen and set up the poles and linked the 
solitary wire which was to be the life-line between Australia 
and the United Kingdom. 
Some years later Gilbert McMinn became Government 
Resident at Darwin. 
Regarding the discovery of the Alice Spring and sur-
rounding country, however, his name should be included 
among the first four, namely—Ross, Alfred Giles, W. W. 
Mills and GUbert McMinn. 
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MILLS MAKES A SECOND ATTEMPT 
Having failed to find a directly-north passage in his first 
journey, MUls decided to make a second attempt. 
"On the 7 March (1871), I started again for the ranges", 
he wrote in his report to Charles Todd, "the drays mean-
time following the Hugh." 
This time he reconnoitred, and decided to go west, pick 
up Stuart's tracks, and proceed to the Strangways Ranges,^* 
forty-five mUes north-by-east from the MacDonnell Ranges, 
and take a bearing due south from one of its highest peaks 
in the hopes of finding a direct southerly passage through 
the distant MacDonnell Range. 
With his knowledge of survey he surely must have realised 
that this journey would involve about 90-100 mUes extra, 
even by going on as direct a route as possible. Once Stuart's 
track was picked up, however, the journey would be simple 
as far as Brinkley's Bluff, in the western MacDonneU 
Ranges. 
But how do we know all this, since he himself did not 
record it? 
Alfred Giles, with his penchant for detaU, gives the 
puzzled researcher the clue! In his diary, and in his book, 
he wrote: 
"AT ALICE CREEK CAMP 
As we were unpacking, Cadet Forster (of Mr. Harvey's 
party), came up and stayed for dinner with us. He was 
looking for two missing bullocks. We struck Mr. Wood's 
tracks, and also Mr. Robert's. I rode on six miles to Mr. 
Wood's camp on the Hugh. Mr. Woods invited me to stay 
all night, which I did, and he gave me some useful things for 
our expedition and performed acts of kindness I shall never 
forget. Mr. Ross sent Hearne on to try and buy a horse 
from Mr. Wood's bullock-driver, but he wanted too much 
for it. I returned from Mr. Wood's camp. Mr. Ross sent 
Gregory to Mr. Harvey's camp to obtain Stuart's plans. He 
did not return until late, and renorted that Mr. Burt was 
unable to find the plans, as Mr. MiUs had gone to the Rey-
nolds Range,^* and had most likely taken them with him. 
Gregory subsequently returned without any plans, but Mr. 
Harvey promised to make a tracing of that portion of 
Stuart's map extending from Mount Mann" (near Barrow 
Creek) "to Newcastle Waters, and Gregory started back to 
26a. 26b Stuart did not always specify after whom he named a feature. Reynolds 
Range is an example; but Strangways commemorates H. B. T. Strangways, Com-
missioner of Crown Lands. Both ranges were named on Stuart's 1860 Expedi-
tion and are on the map of this. 
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await its completion. We had but eleven weeks' rations to 
carry us to the Roper, and every day we spelled lessened it 
considerably, but we found that we must have the plans." 
GUes's mention of the Reynolds Range^* undoubtedly was 
made in all good faith, but this would have made MUls' jour-
ney yet another good fifty miles further north! It wiU later be 
seen that MiUs did not go further than the Strangways 
Range, on this particular trip. 
AMBIGUOUS STATEMENT LEADS TO WRONG DATE 
OF FINDING THE CENTRAL SPRING 
Repeating MUls' statement as per his report, we read: "On 
the 7 March I again started for the ranges, the drays mean-
time foUowing the Hugh (comma; should be full stop) . . . 
11 March I again arrived in the MacDonnell Ranges . . ." 
Those acquainted with that area would immediately 
reconcile Mills' statement with the fact that he had reached 
the outer tier of the south-western MacDonnells. This clear 
statement corresponds with commonsense, since it is a fact 
that his Jay (Crow) Creek, another tributary of the Hugh, 
is about forty-odd miles south-west from the true "Alice" 
Spring. 
In further support of his statement, it is agreed that it 
would certainly take him from the 7 to 11 March to reach 
that distance along the Hugh River and Jay Creek, consider-
ing the boggy nature of the country traversed. At any other 
time it would be rough and difficult. 
But is what he wrote really what he meant? It is unfor-
tunate that he made ambiguous statements that could be 
twisted to suit individual ideas, and so researchers not know-
ing whither he reaUy went, took it as meaning he "found" 
the central spring on the 11th. A further point to make is, 
that since he had Stuart's plans and was endeavouring to go 
north on Stuart's track, he would actuaUy be going AWAY 
from the spring, and NOT toward it! 
Let us, in trying to do justice to MUls's statement, put it 
this way: "On the 11th I again arrived in the MacDonnell 
Ranges"—but in the Jay Creek area! 
Since there were no planes in those days it would have 
taken a flying horse to rise up over the rugged landscape 
and reach the favoured spring in the time allotted. 
It is unfortunate that he rendered this portion of his report 
26a. 26b. Stuart did not always specify after whom he named a feature. Reynolds 
Range is an example; but Strangways commemorates H. B. T. Strangways, Corn-
missioner of Crown Lands. Both ranges were named on Stuart's 1860 Expedi-
tion and are on the map of this. 
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of his movements unreconcUable with the topography and 
plain, commonsense. 
Or was it that what he wrote was quite true, but was 
wrongfully reconstructed by early researchers who had no 
idea of what he was writing about? 
In any case, there are practical people who know the area 
under question as the backs of their hands—people whose 
duty it is to take water levels and make skilled and detailed 
sketches of the area (as well as other parts of Central Aus-
tralia), and these firmly believe that it was in the Alice 
Creek-Ahce Well locality that MiUs fancied he found the 
spring which was to nurture the central telegraph station. 
Stuart's "Owen Springs" are in this locality, and not far 
from his marked tree which stood for many years after his 
journeys, the original Owen Springs pioneering hut was 
erected. The Owen Springs lease adjoins the Deep Well 
lease. 
NO GAP IN RANGES AS DESCRIBED BY MILLS 
MUls continues his brief and inadequate description by 
adding yet another conundrum. After stating he reached the 
MacDonnell Ranges he continued with: ". . . and was suc-
cessful in finding a gap about thirty mUes east of Stuart's 
track with numerous waterholes and springs . . ." 
For those who are unaware, there is NO SUCH GAP 
within the entire MacDonnell chain. There are many gaps, 
and in those times almost all contained a spring, but there is 
NO SINGLE GAP with "numerous waterholes and springs." 
What could he have meant? What was he describing? 
Unquestionably was his outgoing route mistakenly plotted 
by early historians. Small wonder that, when posed the 
question: "Where did Ross and MUls meet"? The answer 
invariably was: "IF they met it was down in the Hugh creeks 
area somewhere!" There was always the BIG DOUBT . . . 
IF they met! 
Taking only his account into consideration and over-
looking what Giles had to say about it, there was simply NO 
OTHER comment about it in History; it was merely "re-
ported" that the two exploring parties met—but WHERE? 
Was it so important? Little did anyone realise in those days 
just HOW important this unique incident was to be in com-
ing history! 
Whilst MiUs was making his journey west of north from 
the Alice Creek camp, the Ross party once more bid to find 
a directly-north passage. 
Alfred GUes again takes up the story: 
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"OFF TO THE ROPER RIVER" 
"On the 7 March we bid adieu to our kind friends and to 
the junction (camp), and followed the road to Alice Creek 
and camped, thus commencing our third expedition. This 
would be our fifth trip through the MacDonnell Ranges, 
and each one by a different passage. We were bound for 
the Roper River, some 1,100 miles distant; through un-
known regions. 
"We stmck the James Range and steered for a distant 
blue range, keeping the same couse for seventeen miles over 
sandhUls, mulga and spinifex the whole day. There was no 
appearance of water over the whole distance." 
What a strange contrast to the boggy route that Mills had 
taken. Only those acquainted with the vagaries of our cen-
tral regions can vouch for the accuracy of that statement! It 
could rain inches, and fifty mUes away or less, not at all! 
" . . . It was quite dark when we camped within a mile of 
the range without a drop of water for ourselves and the 
horses . . . After we unpacked, I saddled my mare and pro-
ceeded on to the range, hoping to get water . . . This is the 
Waterhouse Range of Stuart . . ." 
It might here be briefly stated that they did not obtain the 
promised tracing Mr. Harvey was to make of the journey 
from Mt. Mann to Newcastle Waters, Northern Territory. 
Possibly they could wait no longer in making their third 
attempt; and so Ross decided to go on without it. 
Always self-sufficient, he could, when necessity demanded, 
make the most of any situation. He had on this expedition 
his usual aids, namely a carpenter's lead pencU, his compass, 
and his knowledge of the heavenly bodies and sense of direc-
tion. It was said that the captain of the
 brigantine. Earl 
of Durham and which brought him to Australia in 1837, 
sensing something extraordinary about this quiet and pur-
poseful youth, gave him a knowledge of astronomy and the 
use of instmments. These adjuncts, coupled with his thirty 
years' experience in exploring and pioneering in the far north 
of South Australia, rendered him an explorer "par excell-
ence."27 
For several days the party was greatly in need of water, 
and what with Hearne and Gregory, later joined by Giles, 
in searching for missing horses—no doubt also looking for 
water!—the explorers became divided. 
27. (Sir) Alexander Ross, Antarctic explorer, if not a relative then a Clansman, 
was exploring at the same time as John was exploring in South Australia for 
several pastoralists. 
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It would appear that Ross and Abrahams continued on a 
northerly course as much as possible whUst the other men 
found themselves outside the outer, southern tier of the cen-
tral MacDonnell Range. 
Giles continues: "Mr. Ross had gone on foot to look for 
water." 
So had Abrahams, and so had the other men. GUes 
wrote: "We overtook them (the horses); but found only six-
teen. Seven were stUl away." 
Then he wrote: "WhUst I was unhobbling those, I thought 
I heard a Coo-ee! . . . I answered! . . . at the same time I 
saw Abrahams, on a sandhill, waving . . . I distinguished 
the welcome cry "Water! Water!" 
GUes continues: "Mr. Ross (who had been unwell) 
returned, quite exhausted . . . and I proposed that he start 
at once with Hearne and Gregory, and what packhorses we 
now had, back to the water we had found . . . and I would 
stay and mind the remaining packs until Abrahams returned 
with the other missing horses. This was done." 
But Abrahams did not return within an hour. GUes 
wrote: "I rode up a gorge nearby to see if there was any 
water, but as I was going up I met Abrahams who said he 
could neither find the horses nor their tracks. I went with 
him, keeping to the east of our tracks the previous night. We 
found the spot where Mr. McMiim had camped . . ." 
The upshot of the party's protracted search for horses had 
resulted in their finding an almost direct route, though rough, 
through the main MacDonnell chain. With two of the party 
outside the range, and the remainder inside, they eventuaUy 
joined up. "We rode across and found the party camped," 
wrote Giles. And to their relief, Hearne and Gregory soon 
found the missing horses in this locality. 
So, whUst GUes and Abrahams had proceeded outside the 
range, Ross, Hearne and Gregory pushed their way along 
inside it, and it was actually this route which later proved to 
be the one taken by the Overland Telegraph Line constmc-
tion parties. 
True to Giles's account of the gap found by McMinn, 
namely " . . .we thought it would require considerable work 
before drays could pass safely through." It could not be 
used because of its heavy sand foundation. In fact, it was 
years later, about the late 'eighties or early 'nineties, and by 
taking a route well outside the MacDonnell Range and 
which route had been pioneered by a teamster by name of 
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Frank Speed,^^ that the iron-pole replacement of the tele-
graph line was brought through the MacDonnell Ranges by 
way of Heavitree Gap with its huge waterhole and gum tree 
in the centre. 
Further, it was not until modern engineering methods 
could be applied that the southern cliff face could be suffici-
endy blasted away to make a level passage for the railroad 
track of 1928-29, and corresponding road for traffic. 
A SITE FOR THE CENTRAL TELEGRAPH 
STATION 
It must have been noticeable to the party as they wended 
their way on a northerly route next morning, that a slight 
change in the country was evident. 
They were foUowing the course of a large, sandy creek 
and in which were waterholes, significant of springs. The 
"gorge" through which Ross and his three companions had 
traveUed, widened out into a small flat plain.^' Did they 
realise that the creek was one and the same Todd they had 
found and named three months before? Giles does not men-
tion it, but at least Ross must have selected one of the water-
holes with its corresponding spring as being "permanent" 
and so suitable for the erection of a telegraph station. The 
allotted "150-180 miles" suggested as being distance apart 
from one station to another, had already been traversed but 
no suitable spot had yet been found. It would be no more 
than surmise on Ross's part that they were on a due 
northerly course, for even though he had a compass, he had 
no other instruments. 
It can well be imagined that after the leader made a brief 
mental survey of the surroundings, and making one or two 
pencU entries in his customary small, pocket notebook, the 
party went on. There was no time to lose. Again a change 
of scenery must have been observed, as the small flat plain 
was now well to the south, and rugged and hilly country was 
encountered. This was something quite unique and different 
to the majestic and eroded hUls of the MacDonnell Range; 
but as Ross and his men had before been through this range, 
they would necessarUy have recognised the unusual mgged-
ness and sheer beauty of the high plateau they were about to 
ascend. Why! The MacDonnell Range dipped away south, 
east and west behind them! 
The hiUy country forcing them away from the Todd River, 
28. Research into Pioneering History of Central Australia—A. V. Purvis. 
29. The larger and modern Alice Springs town is situated on this plain. 
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The descent of the old road and telegraph route going south toward the Alice 
Springs telegraph station. 
Photo A. V. Purvis, 1971. 
and which they were not again destined to see, they rode up 
a "saddle" or gap between hills right in their path. 
Here is what Alfred GUes made what must by now be a 
famous historical description, as it has been in print several 
times; but for the benefit of those who may not have chanced 
to read it, here it is for good measure: 
THE MEETING OF ROSS AND MILLS 
Under title of "A Unique Experience", GUes wrote in his 
diary and in his book, thus: "On the 18 March 1871, when 
ascending a small hill, we were astonished to see three horse-
men and two packhorses coming over the same hill, and in 
whom we recognised Mr. W. W. Mills, one man and a black-
boy, who were returning from the Strangways Ranges some 
forty-five miles north-easterly. It was certainly a most extra-
ordinary meeting in so remote a part of the world as this, 
and would have formed a most interesting sketch, but un-
fortunately none of our party was gifted with that art. A 
few minutes' chat, and each party was again on its way, 
going in opposite directions. Such a meeting must have been 
unique in the world's history of exploring, that two parties 
should meet on the same but reverse bearing in the unknown 
centre of a continent. This meeting-place was within a mile 
or so of what is now Alice Springs. We kept the same 
course for six miles . . ." 
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COMMENT 
There can be no arguing as to what Giles meant when he 
wrote: "A mile or so of what is now Alice Springs." He 
meant the spring itself, as there was no town of Alice 
Springs in those days—not even a town named Stuart! 
Also, it can be imagined what was spoken of during those 
few minutes' conversation between the two leaders, namely, 
Ross would have indicated the spring he had just found as 
"permanent", and Mills undoubtedly named it "Alice" just 
as soon as he had positioned it. Had Ross time to say that 
the big gap^° south was impassable? If he had, this would 
have greatly disappointed MUls who undoubtedly set his 
southerly course toward it when from atop one of the high 
peaks in the Strangways Range! 
FIXING THE SPOT 
More than a century has passed since the historic meeting 
of the Ross and MUls parties. 
Toward the latter end of that century efforts were made to 
point out the fallacy of firmly adhering to the belief that 
MUls found the Alice Spring on 11 March 1871. Argument 
was futUe. The statement made by Mills in his report to 
Charles Todd was always upheld; no matter what! 
His statement in fuU read: " . . . On the 7th (March) I 
started again for the ranges, the drays meantime following 
the Hugh; on 11 March I again arrived in the MacDonnell 
Ranges and was successful in finding a gap about thirty miles 
east of Stuart's track, with numerous waterholes and springs, 
the principal of which is the Alice Spring, which I had the 
honour of naming after Mrs. Todd . . . " 
The written statement had been made and nothing that 
could be debated would alter the opinions of those whose 
minds had been firmly made up. 
THE CENTENARY APPROACHES 
Having been given ample warning regarding the conflict-
ing dates, namely 11 March and 18 March, and also as to 
whose party saw the spring first, the committee formed to 
deal with Centenary activities, steadfastly following what had 
been instiUed in their minds from southern researchers, took 
little heed of any warning. 
Meantime, the idea put forward that the spring was first 
30. The name "Heavitree" is said to be of Anglo-Saxon origin, and meaning "Heavy 
or Grievous Tree," a lynching tree, and used as such in medieval times. (From 
an old Encyclopedia of English Names.) 
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seen by the Ross party, and on the 18 March 1871, began 
to gain favour with those whose more astute minds had con-
templated the subject. A number really studied all issues 
involved, investigating all documents pertaining. 
It would appear that, for the first time ever, authentic 
copies of the Ross Diaries, the Alfred Giles Book (which so 
far as the passages under question are concerned at least, 
are the same as his diary), and the MiUs report were tabled 
and discussed. So far as both Woods report and McMinn's 
report are concerned, these gave very little detail of any 
value with regard to the discovery and date; but they were to 
be read in the local Public Library. Photographs of rare 
and interesting topics were also on display to assist the 
student in making up his or her mind on the subject. 
All this had some effect; but there was still a final card to 
be played! 
DILEMMA! 
Just a day or so before the actual celebration set for the 
11 March 1971, the totally unexpected happened! The local 
governmental power at the time received a letter from a 
South Australian lady, who had been following matters 
in the Press, stating that she, as well as other members of 
her family at the time, as well as all original pioneers, knew 
where the Ross and Mills parties met, and that it was cer-
tainly NOT at the Alice Spring itself! 
A re-enactment of the meeting had been planned well in 
advance of the great day; in fact, this was already in pro-
gress. Whose party did this represent?—The MUls party, of 
course! The Ross party did not materialise! 
The pseudo MUls party of three men, had started their 
"expedition" from Oodnadatta (!) and had faithfully fol-
lowed the raUway line and telegraph line along the present 
route, carrying a dummy "maU" which they proposed to give 
to the "postmaster" at the Alice Springs telegraph station! 
Coming on the route OUTSIDE the MacDONNELL 
Range when the original route was INSIDE that range, 
carrying a "mail" which was quite contra to historic detaU, 
as neither Ross nor MUls carried maUs, and the Ross party 
entirely withdrawing from the enactment, was too much for 
astute historians. Furthermore, during the actual celebration 
an august and learned man told them aU, by public address 
system, that the place of meeting was wrong, and also the 
date! 
But, to the many thousands of visitors who had come to 
really enjoy themselves, history was forgotten—and who 
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could blame them! They had come from aU parts of Aus-
tralia and beyond to join rn the fun; and they were going to 
have their money's worth! 
THE 18 MARCH DATE HONOURED 
A week of celebration passed. Everyone was thoroughly 
tired, and all but a few visitors remained. 
Quiedy but purposefully, and announced over radio as to 
where to assemble, a motor-cade of interested people were 
taken to the "near-spot" where Ross and MUls met. They 
were told that this "Near-spot" was shown by earliest pion-
eer, Alexander Ross, son of John, who indeed, had first 
accompanied his father from the drought-stricken areas 
north-west of Lake Frome, South Australia, to the Macumba 
Creek, north-west of Lake Eyre, with a large mob of sheep 
in 1868, and when Alec, was but ten years old. 
ALEC. ROSS3' 
Alec, as he was affectionately known by the pioneers, had 
of course, not been present when the parties actually met. 
With the sheep party he had returned to Umberatana 
Station, from whence they came. Ross himself had scarcely 
time to bring the sheep back when he returned to the newly-
erected-one-wire-wooden-pole telegraph line already being 
used, and which had connected all settlements as far as 
Strangways Springs, South Australia. He had a very im-
portant assignment to fulfil with the South Australian Gov-
ernment; namely, he had been appointed leader of the forth-
coming expeditions to lead construction parties through the 
centre of Australia and beyond. 
After attending St. Peter's Collegiate Boys' School in Ade-
laide, South Australia, for a few years, Alec, lost no time in 
returning to the land of his choice for life. Here, when 
working on Thomas Elder's horse station at Finniss Springs, 
he met Ernest Giles, the famed western explorer of the Aus-
tralian continent, and joined hun in two expeditions, the 
second of which saw Alec, as second-in-command. He was 
then only eighteen. 
At twenty-five years he married, and returning to the tme 
centre with his bride in a bullock dray, was given the man-
agement of Undoolya Station for the WiUowie Pastoral Com-
pany, as it was locally known. He remained in the centre 
until quite an old man; and of him it was said that "when 
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The President of the N.T. Legislative Council and Member for the Stuart Electorate, 
A. Greatorex, Esq., O.B.E., of Alice Springs, at the "Spot". Car is standing at the 
top of the descent of the "jump-up". Other roads are of recent construction. As 
an old wagon teamster, Mr. Greatorex recognised stones crushed by heavy wheels. 
Photo A. V. Purvis, December, 1971. 
Alec Ross died, the history of Central Australia died with 
him?" 
Fortunately, he had shown many pioneers the "near-spot" 
and it was by this means that the knowledge of the place 
survived a century, as pioneer passed it on to descendant, or 
close relative. 
It was to be remembered that Alec's was only a NEAR-
spot. It was never claimed to be THE actual spot. How 
far "out" was his estimation? History had yet a final "say" 
on this subject! 
THE ACTUAL SPOT 
Over the year 1971 many visitors found themselves "up 
along the old road" from the telegraph station, both to the 
near-spot where the exploring parties met, and to the Wigley 
Waterholes, at the entrance of one was the central country's 
oldest grave of a white man. The Waterholes were so 
named in 1884 when Ridley (nick-named Wigley) 
Williams" brought a mob of 2,000 cows and a large plant of 
horses, all the way from the Diamantina districts of south-
western Queensland to the telegraph line near Barrow's 
Creek, in the centre of Australia. 
32. The original Ridley Williams Diary is in possession of the writer, destined for 
inclusion in the proposed Historical Library of the Alice Springs Municipal 
Council. Copy in Commonwealth Archives, Canberra, A.C.T. 
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His journey as related in his diaries of 1883-5 are the sub-
ject of a large book. Suffice it to say that his nick-name, 
bestowed upon waterholes within the true Heart of Australia 
as a result of his cattle watering there for some days, could 
not have been more appropriately commemorated. His had 
been a wonderful droving feat. 
The Waterholes were the favourite picnic-place of early 
AUcians; and the story of C. Palmer, the Overland Tele-
graph line teamster who died near one of them, one which 
will long be remembered. 
It seemed almost extraordinary, that here, in this pic-
turesque and rugged landscape of the Chewings Range, was 
also the meeting place of Ross and MUls. This is truly a 
section of country not likely to be forgotten, even though 
the road and telegraph route no longer pass that way. 
THE DAUGHTERS OF F. A. PRICE, POSTMASTER 
On Friday, 6 August 1971, two daughters of the late 
Postmaster, F. A. Price, Alice Springs telegraph station, 
1916-23, came to "Show the actual Spot" where the parties 
met. 
Mrs. M. Dixon, the elder daughter, and who had written 
warning of the wrong place of meeting, together with Mrs. 
P. Powell, her sister, had come from South Australia to 
"show the actual spot." 
Mrs. Dixon, in her previous letter, had written: "Regard-
4 
Mesdames Dixon and Powell indicating the dead whitewood tree where Ross and 
Mills met, 18 March 1871. 
The original tree has long been dead, a second also died, and a third is struggling. 
Pholo A. V. Purvis, August 1971. 
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ing the meeting place of Ross and MUls: The meeting was 
close to a whitewood tree—so spindly—hardly any shade 
. . . and a short distance on the flat land just above the 
'jump up' on the north side. 
"The very first and oldest road to the 'jump up' foUowed 
a terribly rough and stony ti-tree creek bed. Wagon drivers 
had a lot of trouble in getting then: horses to pull on this 
rough road. Horses would just jib." 
Now, the good lady and her sister had materialised to 
show the spot. 
FIXING THE SPOT 
In company with the Superintending-Surveyor of the Alice 
Springs Lands and Survey Branch, and one or two other 
interested persons, Mrs. Dixon and Mrs. Powell indicated 
the exact SPOT on 6 August 1971. 
Mrs. Dixon recalled that she was about twelve years old 
and her sister about nine, when the oldest living natives of 
the telegraph station area took them all and showed them 
the "Spot". 
Native "George" (in photograph) was a lad when he, his 
father and other natives watched, from a safe distance 
behind rocks, all that took place. 
In "pigeon English", the tongue spoken by natives of the 
Native "George" with the Price children and pet calf. Left to right: Pearl (Mrs. 
Powell), "George," Ron, Alf. and Molly (Mrs. Dixon). 
Photo F. A. Price, 1921. 
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time, Mrs. Dixon very vividly related the scene as told by 
George. 
"Big mob white feUa and nanto come thissa way", she 
said, pointing to the south, "and little mob white fella and 
nanto come thissa way", (pointing north). 
This simple description, as faithfully told her by George, 
proved an interesting point, namely—that it was most cer-
tainly the Ross party, with its five mounted men and other 
horses that came from the south and so must have seen the 
spring first, whereas the MiUs party of three mounted men 
and two packed horses, passed by the spring later that day. 
"Natives were very much afraid of both men and horses. 
They hadn't seen white men before, and horses scared them 
to the limit!" explained Mrs. Dixon. 
Such an occurrence would remain long in their memories, 
and what occurred and where, would not be forgotten, but 
the knowledge passed on to future generations. To' answer 
the question regarding Alec Ross's "near-spot", it was 
shown that this was but a short stone's-throw away! 
Those who supported the beUef that Mills found the 
spring had simply no answer to this little portion of our his-
tory! It may have been just as well that the Centenary was 
all over! At best, the wrong date and place will remain as 
a smear on the page of our related historical events. Pos-
terity will certainly have something to discuss! 
MILLS FOUND A PASS, NOT A GAP 
Finally, let us be fair to Mills and the part he played in 
the finding and naming of the Alice Spring. 
A thorough knowledge of the country crossed once he left 
the Strangways Ranges, following his theodolite bearing 
south toward the GAP he saw far ahead, coupled with his 
description of WHAT he found, proves that instead of find-
ing a GAP with numerous waterholes and springs, it was a 
PASS about seven miles long, or through. NO such GAP as 
he stated exists in the entire range country. 
(Upon his return from his Overland Telegraph Line com-
mitment, he drew a large wall map for Charles Todd, which 
map hung for many years in the Survey Branch Office of the 
Adelaide, South Austraha, Postmaster-General's Depart-
ment. 
On this map such features as the Burt Plain and creek, 
and "the range north of the MacDonnell Range" are miss-
ing. Such omissions set the minds of researchers over the 
entire century, on the wrong track!) 
138 
Map of region under discussion. 
Map of Chewings Range area superimposed on sketch map of H. Y. L. Brown, 
Government Geologist, 1896. 
Due north to Strangways Range from Heavitree Gap, 45 miles. Tropic of Capricorn 
just north of Chewings Range. Jay Creek, the Hugh and Finke Rivers, W.-S.W.-
and S. Height on road at Tropic of Capricorn over 2,000 feet. 
After leaving the Strangways Range, his course would lead 
him to a fairly extensive plain, later named Burt Plain,^^ 
with its associate creek of the same name. Keeping his 
bearing directly south, he would have noticed high hills in 
his path. This is where he was mistaken. He thought these 
to be the MacDonnell Range, whereas in fact it was "the 
range north of MacDonneU Range", and later named 
Chewings Range. 
He would be quUe oblivious to the fact that he had made 
this error, and would enter suddeiUy upon rough and stony 
33. This is quite an extensive plain roughly stretching from the Chewings Range to 
the Reynolds Range, and thus encompassiny portion of the huge Everard Scrub. 
Named after Burt, chainman to Mills; name also is given to Burt Creek and 
Burt's Bluff. 
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country, quite different in nature to the actual MacDonnell 
Range. He would observe and know of the high elevation 
of the area as he approached the Tropic of Capricorn, which, 
as a surveyor, he would surely have calculated. For a dis-
tance, the view of the larger range of different character 
would be obscured as he and his small party threaded their 
way between rocks and higher hUls, but still adhering to the 
bearing he had taken through theodolite when atop a high 
mountain in the range now well behind him. 
Creeks, bubbling with springs crossed his path, and if his 
journey along the Finke and Hugh was "serpentine" in char-
acter, certainly this one was doubly so, as a rough track had 
to be cautiously picked out for the sake of the horses, which, 
if unshod, would be suffering badly from sore-footedness. 
The Peake Station native boy would be kept very busy keep-
ing the pack animals together; and yet, the rocks and stones 
were so concentrated that little choice of any other path 
woiUd present itself. The rough passage would be about six 
miles. 
He would pass by the Wigley Waterholes (un-named 
then), and quite suddenly come upon the Ross party! Did 
he nodce his large gap right ahead?^—The gap he had seen 
through his theodolite? 
After the few minutes' chat as described by Giles in his 
diary and in his book, MiUs would proceed south, down the 
, j^W T 
The summit of the "jump-up" on Wigley Big Hill along the old road and tele-
graph route, north of the Alice Springs telegraph station. The Ross and Mills parties 
met just over the brow. 
Photo A. V. Purvis, 1971. 
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passage between two high hills and described as the "jump 
up" later "Wigley Big Hill",^" by pioneers. In other words 
"the big hill near the Wigley waterholes." 
FoUowing the Ross party's tracks he would come upon 
the site of the proposed telegraph station, and the waterhole, 
significant of the spring he was to name "Alice". Here, for 
the first time, he would observe the stream known as the 
Todd, for although it made its way southward from the high, 
black hill on Bond Springs country and which Stuart had 
named "Mount Sir Charles" in 1860, he would not have 
seen it untU he had come right on it at the spring. Such is 
the lay of the land. 
Going would be easy as he would be continuing on Ross's 
route once he left the spring, and emanating out on to a 
small plain, would continue on Ross's tracks inside the Mac-
Donnell Range, passing through and naming Temple Bar, 
Pine, and Fenn's Gaps as he made his way back to the 
Waterhouse Range. 
It would be no surprise that the construction parties were 
found to be already ON that route, working their way north-
ward! So much time had already been lost! 
So, giving MUls his due, let us say that he DID find a 
pass, but through the Chewings Range when on his way back 
from the Strangways Range. That pass, with some straight-
ening out, is StUl in use today EXCEPT that historical por-
tion where lie Palmer's Grave and the MEETING PLACE 
OF ROSS AND MILLS. This portion is still Crown Land. 
What should be done about it? Should the "Spot" be 
marked? Astute historians demand that it MUST be! What 
is your opinion on this most absorbing, historical matter? 
34. It was over the brow of this "jump-up", or Wigley Big Hill, that the exploring 
parties met. Giles stated—"a mile or so"—that is, as the crow flies. By survey 
measurement it is actually two miles and four chains from the telegraph station 
owing to the rough nature of the country. 
(It was stated that W. Harvey, Surveyor, sketched (from description) the 
meeting of Ross and Mills, but the actual sketch has never been located.) 
All correspondence from Mrs. M. Dixon in writer's possession and original 
and authentic copies of photographs also in writer's possession. 
